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1
METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR DETERMINING
ENVIRONMENTAL CHARACTERISTICS OF
A CALLED COMMUNICATION DEVICE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This applicationis a division of U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 12/649,918, filed Dec. 30, 2009, which application is
incorporated herein by reference.

BACKGROUND

Wireless communication devices, such as cell phones, are
often used to make or receive calls while the user is operating
avehicle. To provide greater safety while driving, a cell phone
may be used with a “hands free” system that allows the user to
communicate without the need to hold the cell phone in the
user’s hands. Such hands free systems typically include a
speakerphone system that is communicatively coupled to the
wireless communication device, for example, using a Blue-
tooth™ wireless connection.

Although such vehicle-based speakerphone systems can
make driving while talking on a cell phone safer, the speak-
erphone may also enable other occupants in the vehicle to
hear the conversation. This can be particularly problematic
when the cell phone receives an incoming call. The caller may
not know that the called party is using a speakerphone and
may begin communicating private information without real-
izing that others may be able to hear it.

Accordingly, there is a need to determine when a called cell
phone or other communication device is being used with a
speakerphone and/or other aspects of the environment in
which a called communication device is being used.

OVERVIEW

In a first principal aspect, an exemplary embodiment pro-
vides a method for a first communication device that is in
communication with a second communication device. The
first communication device receives an audio signal from the
second communication device. The first communication
device determines at least one environmental characteristic of
the second communication device by analyzing the audio
signal. The first communication device provides a user-dis-
cernible indication of the at least one environmental charac-
teristic of the second communication device.

In a second principal aspect, an exemplary embodiment
provides a method for a wireless communication device in a
vehicle. The wireless communication device receives a
request to accept a call from a calling party. At least one
environmental characteristic of the wireless communication
device is determined. The wireless communication device
indicates the at least one environmental characteristic to the
calling party.

In a third principal aspect, an exemplary embodiment pro-
vides a wireless communication device comprising a first
transceiver for wirelessly communicating with a wireless
telecommunications network, a second transceiver for wire-
lessly communicating with a vehicle-based speakerphone
system, and a controller communicatively coupled to the first
and second transceivers. The controller is configured to (i)
receive via the second transceiver a signal from the vehicle-
based speakerphone system, (ii) determine at least one envi-
ronmental characteristic based on the signal, and (iii) cause

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

2

the first transceiver to transmit at least one indication of the at
least one environmental characteristic.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a configuration for
wireless communication between a first communication
device and a second communication device, in accordance
with an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 2 is a flow chart illustrating a method, in accordance
with an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 3 is a flow chart illustrating a method, in accordance
with an exemplary embodiment.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram of a wireless communication
device, in accordance with an exemplary embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY
EMBODIMENTS

1. Introduction

A first communication device may receive a communica-
tion from a second communication device and, based on that
communication, the first communication device may provide
an indication to its user regarding the environment in which
the second communication device is being used. As one
example, the first communication device may indicate that
the second communication device is being used with a speak-
erphone. As another example, the first communication device
may indicate that the second communication device is being
used in a vehicle and may also indicate an operational status
of'the vehicle, such as whether the vehicle is in motion and/or
the number of occupants in the vehicle. The first communi-
cation could also indicate other environmental characteris-
tics, such as its geographic location, the current outside tem-
perature, weather conditions, or traffic congestion.

Such indications may beneficially assist the user of the first
communication device in deciding whether to or how to com-
municate with the user of the second communication device.
For example, based on an indication that the second commu-
nication device is being used with a speakerphone or is being
used in a vehicle with multiple occupants, the user of the first
communication device may decide not to discuss private mat-
ters during the call. Further, based on an indication that the
second communication device is being used in a moving
vehicle, the user of the first communication device may
decide not to proceed with the call and may instead call the
second communication device at a later time or leave a voice-
mail or text message.

The communication from the second communication
device may occur as part of the signaling used to set up a call
from the first communication device to the second commu-
nication device. For example, the second communication
device, while in a vehicle, may receive a request to accept a
call from the first communication device. In response, the
second communication device may determine one or more
characteristics of its environment within the vehicle (e.g.,
whether the vehicle is in motion, the number of occupants of
the vehicle, and/or whether a vehicle-based speakerphone
system is being used) and/or one or more characteristics of the
environment outside of the vehicle (such as outside tempera-
ture, weather conditions, and/or traffic congestion). The sec-
ond communication device may then communicate indica-
tions of these environmental characteristics to the first
communication device.

In some cases, the second communication device may
automatically decline the call based on one or more environ-
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mental characteristics, such as when the vehicle is in motion
or moving faster than a threshold speed, and may indicate the
environmental characteristic as a reason for declining the call.
Alternatively or additionally, the second communication
device may automatically provide other call handling based
on one or more environmental characteristics, such as trans-
ferring the call to a voicemail system or forwarding the call to
another telephone number.

Alternatively, the communication from the second com-
munication device may occur once a call between the first and
second communication devices has been established. For
example, the communication could be the audio signal that
the second communication device conveys during the call.
The audio signal may include speech from the user of the
second communication device, as well as background noise
that may be indicative of the manner or environment in which
the second communication device is being used. The first
communication device may analyze the audio signal to deter-
mine an environmental characteristic of the second commu-
nication device, such as whether the second communication
device is being used with a speakerphone or is being used in
a vehicle. The first communication device may then provide
an indication of the usage characteristic to its user.

In one example of this approach, the first communication
device may determine from the background noise level and/or
from the presence of an echo in the audio signal that the
second communication device is being used with a speaker-
phone. Similarly, the first communication device may deter-
mine from a sudden rise in the background noise level that the
second communication device has just entered a speaker-
phone mode. As another example, the first communication
device may determine from the presence of motor sounds in
the audio signal that the second communication device is
being used in a moving vehicle.

The second communication device could be a wireless
communication device, such as a wireless telephone. Thus,
the second communication device could be mobile and could
be used in any number of different environments. As a result,
it may be useful for a caller to have information regarding the
second communication device’s current environment, so that
the caller can adjust his or her communication accordingly.

Alternatively, the second communication device could be a
landline communication device, such as a desktop telephone.
Inthat case, it may be useful for the caller to know whether the
second communication device is being used with a speaker-
phone. For example, the caller may not wish to discuss private
matters over a speakerphone.

The first communication device could also be either a
wireless communication device or a landline communication
device. In either case, the first communication device may be
configured to provide an indication to its user regarding the
environment in which the second communication device is
being used, such as whether the second communication
device is being used with a speakerphone.

2. Exemplary Configuration

For purposes of illustrating an exemplary embodiment,
FIG. 1 shows a configuration in which a first communication
device 10 communicates with a second communication
device 12. In this example, communication devices 10 and 12
are wireless communication devices that communicate via a
wireless telecommunications network 14. Wireless telecom-
munications network 14 could be a cellular network in which
different base stations provide wireless coverage in different
areas. Thus, first communication device 10 may be in wireless
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communication with a first base station 16, and second com-
munication device 12 may be in wireless communication with
a second base station 18.

The wireless communications between communication
devices 10 and 12 and wireless telecommunications network
14 may be in accordance with cdma2000, EVDO, GSM,
WiMAX (IEEE 802.16), or other wireless protocol. Commu-
nication devices 10 and 12 could use either the same protocol
or a different protocol for wireless communication. In addi-
tion, while FIG. 1 shows communication devices 10 and 12 in
wireless communication with different base stations, it is to
be understood that they could be in wireless communication
with the same base station.

In the example illustrated in FIG. 1, second communica-
tion device 12 is located in a vehicle 20. Vehicle 20 could be,
for example, a passenger car, a truck, a tractor, or other type of
vehicle. More particularly, second communication device 12
is communicatively coupled to a speakerphone system 22 in
vehicle 20. Speakerphone system 22 could be either built into
vehicle 20 or removably mounted in vehicle 20. In some
embodiments, speakerphone system 22 may use the vehicle’s
speaker system, such as speakers that are used by a radio or
entertainment system in vehicle 20. Alternatively, speaker-
phone system 22 may use a speaker that is separate from the
vehicle’s speaker system.

Speakerphone system 22 may enable handsfree operation
of second communication device 12 in vehicle 20. For
example, speakerphone system 22 may enable a user to con-
veniently engage in audio communication without the user
holding second communication device 12 in the hand. Itis to
beunderstood that the user may still need to press one or more
buttons on communication device 12 or speakerphone system
22 in order to originate calls or accept incoming calls. Alter-
natively, speakerphone system 22 may enable voice-activated
origination and/or acceptance of calls.

Communication device 12 may be communicatively
coupled with speakerphone system 22 using either a wireless
or wired connection. A wireless connection might be
achieved, for example, by using short range radio frequency
(RF) communication, such as Bluetooh or WiFi, or by using
infrared communication. A wired connection might be
achieved, for example, by placing communication device 12
in a cradle or connecting it to a cable.

Speakerphone system 22 may be communicatively
coupled to one or more vehicle sensor(s) 24 in vehicle 20.
Vehicle sensors 24 may sense whether vehicle 20 is in motion,
the speed of vehicle 20, the number of occupants in vehicle
20, the outside temperature at vehicle 20, and/or other aspects
of the status of vehicle 20. Speakerphone system 22 may be
configured to obtain vehicle status information from vehicle
sensors 24, either automatically or in response to requests
from communication device 12, and to communicate the
vehicle status information to communication device 12.

As described in more detail below, communication device
12 may be configured to determine at least one characteristic
of' its environment in vehicle 12, for example, based on sig-
nals that communication device 12 receives from speaker-
phone system 22. In particular, communication device 12
may determine from its communication link with speaker-
phone system 22 that it is being used with a speakerphone.
Communication device 12 may also determine one or more
environmental characteristics from vehicle status informa-
tion it receives from speakerphone system 22. In addition,
communication device 12 could determine one or more envi-
ronmental characteristics from other sources of information.
For example, communication device 12 may subscribe to
third party location-based services that provide the location
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of communication device 12 and/or conditions at the location
of communication device 12, such as weather conditions
(e.g., whether there is ice, snow, fog, or other inclement
weather in the area) or traffic conditions (e.g., how much
traffic congestion there is in the area).

Second communication device 12 may also be configured
to communicate one or more indications of environment char-
acteristics (e.g., whether it is being used with a speakerphone
and/or in a moving vehicle) to first communication device 10,
for example, in response to a request to accept a call from first
communication device 10. The first communication device
10 may, in turn, indicate the environmental characteristics to
its user. In this way, the user of first communication device 10
can make decisions regarding whether or how to communi-
cate with second communication device 12 based on the
environment in which it is being used. Alternatively, first
communication device 10 may determine usage and/or envi-
ronmental characteristics of second communication device
12 in other ways, such as by analyzing an audio signal from
second communication device 12.

3. Exemplary Methods

FIG. 2 is a flow chart illustrating an exemplary method.
This exemplary method is explained with reference to the
configuration shown in FIG. 1. It is to be understood, how-
ever, that the method could also be applied to other configu-
rations.

In this example, the method begins with a wireless com-
munication device that is located in a vehicle and is commu-
nicatively coupled to a vehicle-based speakerphone system,
as indicated by block 100. With reference to FIG. 1, the
wireless communication device could be second communi-
cation device 12 that is in vehicle 20 and communicatively
coupled to speakerphone system 22.

At some point, the wireless communication device
receives a request to accept a call from a calling party (e.g.,
first communication device 10), as indicated by block 102. In
response, the wireless communication device receives
vehicle status information from the vehicle-based speaker-
phone system, as indicated by block 104. The vehicle status
information may include, for example, the speed of the
vehicle and the number of occupants in the vehicle.

The wireless communication device also determines one or
more characteristics of its environment, as indicated by block
106. For example, the wireless communication device may
determine from its communication link with the vehicle-
based speakerphone system that it is inside a vehicle and is
being used with a speakerphone. The wireless communica-
tion device may also determine one or more environmental
characteristics from the vehicle status information it received
from the wvehicle-based speakerphone system, such as
whether the wireless communication device is in a moving
vehicle and/or or whether there are multiple occupants in the
vehicle. Alternatively or additionally, the wireless communi-
cation device may determine one or more environmental
characteristics (e.g., its geographic location, the current
weather conditions in the area, and/or the amount of traffic
congestion in the area) from third party location-based ser-
vices.

Whether the wireless communication device allows the
user to accept the call from the calling party may depend on
one or more of the environmental characteristics, such as the
speed of the vehicle. Thus, the wireless communication
device may determine whether the vehicle is moving faster
than a threshold speed, as indicated by block 108. If the
vehicle exceeds this threshold speed, then the wireless com-
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munication device may automatically decline the call, as
indicated by block 110. The wireless communication device
may be configured to automatically decline calls in such cases
for safety reasons or in order to comply with local regulations.
The wireless communication device may also indicate to the
calling party that an environmental characteristic makes it
unable to accept the call, as indicated by block 112. For
example, the wireless communication device may transmit an
indication that it is in a moving vehicle. In response, the
calling party’s communication device may provide a textual
indication on a display screen, or other type of user-discern-
ible indication, that the called party’s communication device
is unavailable because it is in a moving vehicle.

On the other hand, if the vehicle is not moving or is moving
slower than the threshold speed, the user of the wireless
communication device may be able to accept the call, as
indicated by block 114. When the call is accepted, the wire-
less communication device may indicate one or more of the
environmental characteristics to the calling party, as indicated
by block 116. For example, the wireless communication
device may transmit indications that it is being used with a
speakerphone, that it is in a moving vehicle, that multiple
occupants are present in the vehicle, and/or indications of
other characteristics of its environment. In response, the call-
ing party’s communication device may convey these indica-
tions to its user, for example, by providing textual indications
on a display screen or in some other manner.

In this way, the calling party can be informed when the
called communication device is being used in an environment
that may not be appropriate for discussing private matters
(i.e., when the called communication device is being used
with a speakerphone and/or being used in the presence of
others). Further, if the called communication device is being
used in a moving vehicle, the calling party may decide to call
at a later time or to use an alternative form of communication,
such as leaving a voicemail or text message.

It is to be understood, however, that a calling party can
determine one or more environmental characteristics of the
called party’s communication device in other ways. FIG. 3 is
a flow chart illustrating one such alternative method. The
method may begin when a first communication device calls a
second communication device, as indicated by block 200.
The second communication device answers the call and its
user begins speaking, as indicated by block 202. For example,
the user may answer the call and say “Hello.”

The first communication device receives an audio signal
from the second communication device, as indicated by block
204. The audio signal may include the user’s speech from the
second communication device, as well as background noise.
The first communication device may then analyze the audio
signal to determine at least one environmental characteristic
of the second communication device, as indicated by block
206. For example, the first communication device may ana-
lyze the audio signal to determine whether the second com-
munication device is being used in a speakerphone more (e.g.,
based on the level of background noise or the presence of
echo) or is being used in a vehicle (e.g., based on the presence
of sounds that are indicative of a moving vehicle). To make
this determination, first communication device may use a
Hidden Markov Model, neural network, or other type of sig-
nal processing algorithm to determine the environment of the
second communication device. The use of Hidden Markov
Models to determine environments is described in U.S. appli-
cation Ser. No. 10/391,269, filed Mar. 18, 2003, which is
incorporated herein by reference.

In this example, the first communication device determines
that the second communication device is being used with a
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speakerphone, as indicated by block 208. In response, the first
communication device provides a user-discernible indication
of the speakerphone usage, as indicated by block 210. The
user-discernible indication could be, for example, a textual
indication that is displayed on a display screen of the first
communication device. Alternatively, the user-discernible
indication could be a graphical indication, auditory indica-
tion, tactile indication, or other indication that is discernible
by the user.

Although the use of a speakerphone was the environmental
characteristic determined in the example of FIG. 3, it is to be
understood that the first communication device could deter-
mine other environmental characteristics by analyzing the
audio signal from the second communication device. Further,
the first communication device could provide user-discern-
ible indications of such other environmental characteristics.

4. Exemplary Wireless Communication Device

FIG. 4 illustrates a wireless communication device 300 that
could be used in the methods illustrated in FIG. 2 and FIG. 3.
Wireless communication device 300 includes a first trans-
ceiver 302 for wirelessly communicating with a wireless tele-
communications network, such as a cellular network, and a
second transceiver 304 for wirelessly communicating with a
vehicle-based speakerphone system, for example, by using a
short-range RF protocol, such as Bluetooth or WiFi, or by
using infrared communication.

The functioning of wireless communication device 300
may be controlled by a controller 306 that is communicatively
coupled to first transceiver 302 and second transceiver 304.
Controller 306 may also be communicatively coupled to a
user interface 308. User interface 308 may include a keypad,
touch screen, microphone, or other devices for receiving
input from the user, and may include a display screen,
speaker, or other devices for conveying output to the user.

Controller 306 may be configured to determine one or
more characteristics of the environment of wireless commu-
nication device 300. To do this, controller 306 may sense
whether communication device 300 is communicatively
coupled to a speakerphone system. For example, controller
306 may determine whether second transceiver 304 is receiv-
ing a signal or is otherwise in wireless communication with a
speakerphone system. Controller 306 may also receive other
environmental information from a vehicle-based speaker-
phone system. For example, controller 306 may receive, via
second transceiver 304, a signal that includes vehicle status
information. Based on the vehicle status information or other
information contained in the signal, controller 306 and deter-
mine one or more characteristics of the vehicle, such as the
vehicle’s speed, location, and number of occupants.

Once controller 306 has determined one or more environ-
mental characteristics, controller 306 may cause first trans-
ceiver 302 to transmit one or more indications of the one or
more environmental characteristics. Controller 306 may do
so, for example, in response to a request to accept an incom-
ing call.

Wireless communication device 300 may also receive one
or more indications of the environment of a remote device
with which it is communicating. For example, controller 306
may receive such indications via first transceiver 302. In
response to receiving such indications, controller 306 may
cause user interface 308 to provide one or more user-discern-
ible indications of the environmental characteristics of the
remote device, such as whether the remote device is using a
speakerphone or is located in a vehicle. Such user-discernible
indications could be, for example textual indications dis-
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played on a display screen of user interface 308. Alternatively,
controller 306 may analyze an audio signal from the remote
device to determine characteristics of its environment. For
example, the background noise level or presence of echo in
the audio signal may indicate that the remote device is being
used with a speakerphone.

To perform these functions, controller 306 may include a
processor that executes software program instructions that are
stored in either volatile or non-volatile memory. Alterna-
tively, controller 306 may be configured to perform some or
all of these functions using hardware or firmware.

5. Conclusion

Exemplary embodiments of the present invention have
been described above. Those skilled in the art will under-
stand, however, that changes and modifications may be made
to these embodiments without departing from the true scope
and spirit of the invention, which is defined by the claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for a wireless communication device in a
vehicle, comprising:

said wireless communication device receiving a request to

accept a call from a calling party;

determining at least one environmental characteristic of

said wireless communication device in said vehicle,
wherein determining at least one environmental charac-
teristic of said wireless communication device in said
vehicle comprises determining that said wireless com-
munication device is communicatively coupled to a
vehicle-based speakerphone system; and

said wireless communication device indicating said at least

one environmental characteristic to said calling party.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein determining at least one
environmental characteristic of said wireless communication
device in said vehicle further comprises:

determining that said vehicle is in motion.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein determining at least one
environmental characteristic of said wireless communication
device in said vehicle further comprises:

determining that said vehicle is moving faster than a

threshold speed.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein determining at least one
environmental characteristic of said wireless communication
device in said vehicle further comprises:

determining a number of occupants in said vehicle.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein determining at least one
environmental characteristic of said wireless communication
device in said vehicle further comprises:

said wireless communication device receiving vehicle sta-

tus information from said vehicle-based speakerphone
system.

6. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

said wireless communication device automatically han-

dling said call based on said at least one environmental
characteristic.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein said wireless commu-
nication device indicates that said at least one environmental
characteristic makes it unable to accept said call.

8. A wireless communication device, comprising:

a first transceiver for wirelessly communicating with a

wireless telecommunications network;

a second transceiver for wirelessly communicating with a

vehicle-based speakerphone system; and

a controller communicatively coupled to said first and sec-

ond transceivers, wherein said controller is configured to
(1) receive via said second transceiver a signal from said
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vehicle-based speakerphone system, (ii) determine at
least one environmental characteristic based on said sig-
nal, and (iii) cause said first transceiver to transmit at
least one indication of said at least one environmental
characteristic. 5
9. The communication device of claim 8, wherein said at
least one indication includes an indication that said wireless
communication device is being used with a speakerphone.
10. The communication device of claim 8, wherein said at
least one indication includes an indication that said wireless 10
communication device is being used in a moving vehicle.
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